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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

2
What Is Formal Grammar? — In the dictionary grammar
is defined as "the science treating of the classes of words,
their inflections, and their syntactical relations and
functions,"^

Deighton defines grammar as "the description

of language forms which are used to make the relationship
of words to each other as definite as possible."^

This

paper deals primarily with formal grammatical procedures
in teaching which aim at a knowledge of rules, and includes
the labelling, identifying, classifying and analyzing of
words and constructions in the English language.

The

diagramming of sentences is usually considered a formal
teaching method since, as Marckwardt^ states, it is actu¬
ally "parsing in pictorial reincarnation."

The formal

approach to grammar consists largely of the study of grammar
for its own sake and involves much memorization.
Influence of Latin — Grammar textbooks in current
use are in large part based on the grammars of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries.

These early texts, in which the

English language is largely based on Latin concepts, are
prescriptive and dictatorial in matters which were never

1

Webster!s New Collegiate Dictionary, Springfield, Mass.
G. & C. Merriam Co., 195>1» P* 359*

2

Deighton, L. C., "Plea for Cooperative Effort in the
Study of Language," English Journal, XXXVIII (April, 19ii9)
p. 220.
'
-

3

Marckwardt, A. H. and Walcott, P. G., Pacts About Current
English Usage, New York, D. Appleton-Century Co., 1938,
P* 36.

3
established by usage.

Until the eighteen-fifties, instruc¬

tion in grammar ''centered almost entirely around memorizing,
correcting false syntax, and parsing.

Of these all three

were transferred directly from practices customary in
studying Latin grammar."^

Grammarians of the eighteenth

century asserted that a language approached perfection as
it resembled Greek or Latin.

"English could be improved,

therefore, by forcing it, whenever possible, to conform to
the rules of Latin."

5

"...The attempt to force English

language into the grammatical mold of Latin forms has
caused a great deal of confusion and has spawned, according
to Dr. Schlauch, a group of

‘amphibious grammatical monsters,1

such as infinitives, participles, and verbal nouns.Actu¬
ally, students who do understand English grammar, find its
chief use in Latin as contrast.

7

The Problem Defined -- This study is concerned with
the problem of whether formal grammar teaching develops
better personal use of language.

Grammar, when taught

using a systematic or formal approach, is usually consid-

Ef

Lyman, R. L., English Grammar in American Schools Before
1850, Wash., Dept, of the Interior, Bureau of Ed. Bulle¬
tin No. 12, 1921, p. 154.

5

Dykema, T. H., "Do We Need to Teach Grammar?" School
Review, Oct., 1944* p. 475*

6

Loban, Walter,
"Studies of Language Which Assist the
Teacher," English Journal, XXXVI (Dec., 1947) p. 520. Ref¬
erence is to Schlauch, Margaret, The Gif t of Tongues, N. Y.,
Viking Press, 1942.

7

LaBrant, Lou,
We Teach English,
and Co., 1951 * p. 35*

New York, Hareourt. Brace
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ered to be a separate subject in the school curriculum.
During the last fifty years, grammar teaching has
served a variety of purposes.

Five reasons commonly set

forth for the study of grammar are as follows:
purposes of mental discipline,
interpretation,
expression,

(1) for

(2) as an aid to literary

(3) as an aid in composition and written

(Ij.) as a means for correcting usage errors and

(5) as a functional subject.

The procedure in this study

was to survey the research studies and material presented
in books and periodicals in an effort to discover if each
reason for teaching formal grammar is justified.
Lack of Scientific Studies — It is easy to pick flaws
in many of the research studies, especially in the earlier
ones of this century.

Therefore, the fact that many of the

conclusions reached in the studies are limited in their
value will be taken into consideration.

As in other subject

fields, objective research in grammar is a relatively re¬
cent development.

4

CHAPTER II

GRAMMAR AS A DISCIPLINARY SUBJECT

t
i

%

6
Mental Discipline Theory — Throughout the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, the English language curriculum
was in most part built upon formal grammar material.

"At

this time the course of study was encountering severe crit¬
icism on the ground that the narrow humanitarian curriculum
which had been enthusiastically introduced a few centuries
before as a result of the influence of the Renaissance did
not adequately prepare for life."^ With the rise of interest
in the formal discipline theory of psychology, grammar came
to be defended as an important disciplinary subject and
a method of teaching English.

Those who believed in the

doctrine of formal discipline held that the mind consisted
of faculties -- observation, attention, memory, or reasoning-and that any gain in any faculty was a gain for the mind as
a whole.

For example, the solving of a difficult mathematics

problem was asserted to be a definite aid in solving any
other mental problem, no matter how different that task might
be from the first.

In 1895, the National Education Associa¬

tions Committee of Fifteen on Elementary Education reported
that "...grammar demonstrates its title to first place by its
use as a discipline in subtle analysis, in logical division
and classification, in the art of questioning, and in the
mental accomplishment of making exact definitions."

2 *.

1

Charters, W. W., Curriculum Construction, New York, Mac¬
Millan Co., 1923, p. 23.

2

Rivlin, Harry N.,
"Recent Status of Research in Functional
Grammar,"
English Journal, XXVII (Sept., 1938), p. 590.

«
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Values of Formal Grammar Challenged — The measurement
movement in education, which got under way at the close of
the nineteenth century, brought the first really effective
3
challenge of the asserted values of formal Grammar,
Already
the detailed and systematic study of the English language
had fallen into disrepute.

"The complex system of diagramming

and analyzing sentences and of parsing words had come to be
a kind of intellectual game almost wholly detached from
the reasonable and practical purpose of aiding children
to learn how good speakers and writers use the English lan¬
guage as a medium for communicating thought."^

Also at the

beginning of this century, Thorndike made the first serious
attack on the idea of automatic transfer of training,

"...The

acceptance of a psychology of learning which emphasized the
need of specific training for each specific ability in every
activity helped to make necessary a new approach to the
problem of teaching good English."

5

Research Studies -- Research in English was stimulated
by a general interest in the experimental evaluation of
formal discipline.

6

One of the pioneer investigations to

ascertain the value of grammar as a formal discipline was

3

Fries, C. C., American English Grammar, New York, D. Appleton Century Co., 194-0* P* 19*

4-

Cross, E. A., and Carney, Elizabeth, Teaching English in
High Schools, New York, MacMillan Co., 1939/ p* o7 •

5

Fries, op. cit., p. 19.

6

Greene, H. A.,"Contributions of Research to Special Methods:
English Usage," 37th Yearbook, National Society for the
Study of Education: Part II, 1938> P* Il5«

8
7

was reported by Rice in 1904*

The investigation Rice

conducted in English was a simple test of the power of
expression which consisted of the reproduction of a

story.

He made these statements concerning his results:
"...The data obtained during my tests in
arithmetic and English appear to indicate that
of the two subjects that tradition has handed down
as mental trainers par excellence, arithmetic
and grammar, arithmetic merits the position it
has won, while grammar does not.
This state¬
ment is based upon the fact that all the schools
in which the pupils had displayed a high degree
of intelligence in arithmetic also produced
very creditable work in...composition, while
composition was frequently at a very low ebb
where the pupils were apparently well versed in
grammar.
M...The introduction of the art of expression
into the curriculum...has simply been treated in
the light of another addition to technical
grammar... The typical examination paper in
English today represents a mixture of everything
that is known inside the school as language', of
which the art of expression is one...Under an
arrangement of this kind it is possible to roll
up class averages of eighty to ninety per cent in
languages where the art of expression—or language
as the term is commonly understood outside the
school—is in a most deplorable state.
This was...
demonstrated by my own test, which as a pure and
simple test of the power of expression caused the
utter collapse of all structures that had been
artificially propped up by technical grammar and
all kinds of devices...
Rice emphasized the fact that grammar is merely one of
any number of forces that helps in composition and should not
_ _

___

»

7

Rice, J. M., "English--The Need of a New Basis in Educa¬
tion," Forum, XXXV (Jan.-March, 1904)> pp. 269-293> 440457.

8

Ibid., p. 451*

9

Ibid., p. 456.

9
be looked upon as a substitute, or a gauge of the ability
10
to write.
Two other informal investigations followed in which
the effects of teaching formal grammar were measured, with
mental discipline as the primary aim of the teaching.
In 1906, Hoyt^ traced historically the teaching of
English grammar in an attempt to discover the reasons
for its being taught as a separate subject.

He then

set out to criticize and test the arguments advanced to
justify grammar teaching.

The leading arguments Hoyt

recorded from the survey were that grammar (1) disciplines
the mind,

(2) prepares for the study of languages,

gives command of an indispensable terminology,

(3)

(1|_) enables

one to use better English and (5) aids in the interpretation of literature.
Rapeer

13

12

points out that Hoyt "dismisses the formal

discipline argument because, first, modern research shows
that while the spread of training is not entirely mythical,
still it is not sufficient to hold a subject in a modern
curriculum, second, that grammar as ordinarily taught in
the elementary school is abstract, relatively meaningless
and beyond the needs and reasoning abilities of children,
»

10 Ibid., p. U56.
11 Hoyt, F. S., "The Place of Grammar in the Elementary Curri¬
culum," Teachers College Record, VII (Nov., 1906), pp. [|_67-500.
12 Ibid., p. 14.73.
13 Rapeer, L. W., "The Problem of Formal Grammar in Elementary
Education," Journal of Ed. Psychology, IV(March,1913)t pp.
1

10

and third, that it tends to retard rather than promote the
natural development of the child, taking up his time and
standing in the way of his progress toward a fair use of
English in the few years of his school life..."-^
goes on to comment that "while the

Rapeer

'Dogma of Formal

Discipline* is, practically, still potent in common
thought, and has only been

'scotched, not killed,' by

the experimental psychologist, all will probably agree
that it alone does not afford sufficient support to a
course in the elementary school. "^*5
In order to test the last two arguments stated, Hoyt
prepared examinations in grammar, composition, and inter¬
pretation which were given to 200 ninth grade pupils in
Indianapolis.

Two expert markers graded the papers and

correlations were made according to the Pearson formula.
The correlations were very low: between grammar and compos¬
ition, .18; between grammar and interpretation,
between interpretation and composition,

.28.

.21; and
Hoyt concluded

that "There is about the same relationship existing between
grammar and composition and grammar and interpretation
as exists between any two totally different subjects as
grammar and geography.He also asserted that the
correlations were "not sufficiently great to lead us to

11+ Ibid., p. 126.
15 Ibid.
16

Hoyt, op. elt. , p.

11

believe that knowledge of, or proficiency in, one of them
depends upon, or is materially influenced by, a similar
attainment in either of the other abilities.
Thd problem Rapeer undertook in 1913 was the
verification of the results obtained by Hoyt,

He followed

essentially the same method as Hoyt had used, taking only
a different group of children.

Those tested were beginning

«

high school pupils of Minneapolis•

The results were very sim¬

ilar to those obtained in the earlier study, the correlations
being very low: between grammar and composition,
grammar and interpretation,
and interpretation,

.214-.

.23; between

.10; and between composition

“Higher correlations are found

between totally different subjects than between grammar and
these two abilities.

A student with a given grade in

grammar is more likely to have a similar grade in history,
for example, than he is to have a similar grade in compos¬
ition or interpretation.
Briggs’extensive experiments to determine the disci¬
plinary value of formal grammar followed.

He also attempted

to determine whether the abilities developed through formal
20
grammar extend into fields other than grammar.
Lyman

17 As quoted by Rapeer, op. cit., p. 129.
18 Ibid.19 Briggs, T. H.
“Formal English Grammar as a Discipline,“
Teachers College Record, XIV(Sept., 1913) > pp. 251-314-3*
20 Lyman, R. L., Summary of Investigations Relating to
Grammar, Language, and Composition, Supplementary Educational
Monograph NoT 3o> Chicago, Univ. of Chicago, 19299 p* 22.
r
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gives the following summary of the experiment:
"He devised or selected tests in each of the values
listed and administered them to pupils in two seventh
grades.
He taught by contrasted methods the two
seventh grade classes in the Horace Mann school for
three 30-minute periods a week for six months, having
first determined that the two groups were of approxi¬
mately the same ability in language.
Their median
ages were 12.9 and 12.8 years respectively.
A prelimin¬
ary set of tests was given both classes.
Class 1, the
experiment group, shown by the preliminary tests to be
slightly inferior to Class 2, was taught formal grammar
for three months of the allotted time; Class 2 was taught
composition and language.
After a second set of tests,
the teaching me-thods were reversed with the two groups
for a second period of three months, at the end of which
time the first tests were again given to all the chil¬
dren.
During the two periods of three months the only
teaching variable was the difference between instruction
in formal grammar and instruction in composition.
Similar experiments were later conducted by Briggs in
five Illinois Schools with a larger number of pupils.
"Representative gains in the groups were indicated
in the results of an examination in grammar at the end
of the first three months, in which the formal-grammar
group made an average score of 25*98 as contrasted with
44*78 for the language group...All the class records in
the second and third series of tests except two of the
tests in Group I (ability to see likenesses and differ¬
ences) showed a slight superiority of gain for the nongrammar classes.
Briggs concluded: ’As a result of this
experiment it may safely be asserted that these parti¬
cular children after the amount of formal grammar that
they had, do not, as measured by the means employed,
show in any of the abilities tested improvement that may
be attributed to their training in formal grammar.’"21
Discussion of Studies -- All of the studies summarized,
excepting the one conducted by Briggs, did not go far enough
to be at all conclusive.

However, these early investigations

without exception failed to support the argument that
grammar is a valuable disciplinary subject, and gave rise

2! Ibid., p. 22.

13
to further investigations concerned with other values
claimed for grammar teaching.

The results Briggs

obtained from his extensive and carefully controlled
experiments showed a lack of disciplinary value for
formal grammar.
Does Grammar Discipline the Mind? — Grammar teaching
does not seem to be justified on the ground that it
disciplines the mind.

As to the question of written work,

those children who were proficient in knowledge of grammar
did not display ability in composition writing or vice
versa, the correlations being very low between the two
abilities.

As an aid in analyzing and interpreting works

in literature, grammar knowledge again did not show its
value since the correlations obtained between the two
abilities were very low.

Such asserted disciplinary values

of grammar as (1) aiding students to make exact definitions
and to apply them,

(2) helping students to think logically

and to form judgments arid conclusions or (3) enabling
students to make more accurate associations and to follow
directions were found by Briggs to be unimproved.

The results

of the studies showing a lack of disciplinary value for
formal grammar teaching bear out what Thorndike stated in
1906, that "the gain in power in arithmetic, grammar, or
translation does not pass over to all other capacities and

t

„22

powers."

Prom the evidence collected, formal grammar

teaching is not justified by reason of its being a

f ormal

discipline.

22 Thorndike, E. L., The Principles of Teaching Based on
Psychology, New York, A. G. Seiler, 1906, p7 246.

CHAPTER III

GRAMMAR AS AN AID
TO LITERARY INTERPRETATION

16
Research Studies -- Hoyt’s 1906 survey of current
pedagogical literature and canvass of the opinion of a num¬
ber of grammar teachers revealed that one of the arguments
advanced to justify the teaching of grammar was that it
aids in the interpretation of literature.^

In order to

test this argument, Hoyt devised examinations in grammar,
composition, and ability to interpret a poem.

He then

administered them to 200 ninth-graders in Indianapolis.
The correlations between grammar and interpretation and
interpretation and composition were .21 and .28 respectively.
The experiment was repeated in 1913 by Rapeer with
similar results.

The correlations between grammar and inter¬

pretation and interpretation and composition were .10 and
.24 respectively.^
These low correlations lead Hoyt and Rapeer to conclude
that ability in interpretation is not materially influenced
by attainment in grammatical knowledge.
Rivlin, in a 1930 survey concerning functional grammar,
found no instance of incidental use of grammar in 200 classes
of literature.^

He stated later in 1938 that teachers were

aware of the fact that formal grammar did not help children
»

1 Hoyt, op. clt., p. 273*
2 Rapeer, op, cit., p. 129.
3 Smith, D. V., Instruction in English, National Survey of
Secondary Education Monograph No. 20, Wash., D. C., Office
of Education, U. S. Printing Office, 19339 P* 35*

17
to appreciate literature.^-

Rivlin believed that the fault

lay not with the inclusion of grammar as a school subject
but with the formal content and in the method of teaching.
Greene reported a study done by Barghahn in 191+0 at
the University of Iowa, in which the effects of sentence
diagramming on reading comprehension were determined.

c

Two groups of ninth-graders were pre-tested with an English
correctness test, a silent reading test, and a specially
prepared diagramming test.

One group was given intensive

drill in diagramming for six weeks snd the other continued
its regular English class work without any emphasis on
diagramming.

Both groups were then retested with alternate

forms of the tests.

Prom the results the conclusion was

drawn that drill in diagramming contributed little or noth¬
ing to comprehension in silent reading as measured by the
tests used.k
Some Opinions on Grammar as an Aid to Interpretation —
In the study of literature, Moffett says there are many
occasions for explaining a sentence or passage by using, and
requiring the pupil to use, specific grammatical terminology.

7

He cites the following example to show how a passage in
____

*

5

Rivlin, op. clt., p. 591.

5

Greene, H. N., "Direct vs. Formal Methods In Elementary
English," Elementary English, XXIV (May, 1947), PP* 279-280.

6

Ibid., p. 280.

7

Moffett, H. Y., "Grammar and Power," English Journal, XVII
(Dec., 1928), p. 809.
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school literature requires a reference to grammatical
relationships•
"A few weeks ago a boy was reading aloud the
description of the old buccaneer in Treasure Island...
’Up near the shoulder there was a sketch of a fallows
and a man hanging from it -- done, as I thought, with
great spirit.’ He read it with emphasis on the word
done and with very little emphasis on the phrase.
It
was clear that he didn’t understand, not realizing
the parenthetical nature of as I thought.
After
he had finished his passage, I required him to
think the sentence through again and to tell me the
true function of the phrase with great spirit. Then
I had him read it again, and this time he read what
Stevenson meant, and understood.
It seems to me
that we should lose no opportunity to keep the
grammatical terminology usable, and should invoke
it whenever such a situation as this gives us an
opportunity.
In the study of Shakespeare such
chances arise very often indeed, and they continually
occur in poetry."°
Brown^ believes that one of the values that should be
.1. -
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obtained from grammatical study is added power in extracting
thought from the printed page.

To achieve this power, he

suggests using drill in sentence analysis as an effective
procedure.

‘‘Any system of diagramming which shows the rela¬

tion of parts and at the same time does not mangle the sent¬
ience by transposing elements is most helpful in developing
this power of rapid systhesis, as it enforces in pictorial
fashion the relation of parts and at the same time gives
the impression of the whole."

He does not believe that

teachers should slight certain forms, such as those of the
subjunctive mode, since, even though the child does not use
them in his own oral or written composition, he will meet

8 Ibid., p. 809*
9 Brown, L. R., "Some Needed Readjustments in the Teaching
of English Grammar," English Journal,II(Peb.,1913)PP» 81-92.
10 Ibid., p. 88.

19
them in poetry and prose.

"If the child’s eye has not been

opened to the force of unusual forms, he will likely miss
much in his interpretation of sentences where these forms
occur...To let the pupil know of the extant forms of the
subjunctive mode in their delicate shading of meaning
or color is necessary to his full interpretation of
literature.
"...Mr. Edwin A. Abbott enforces the necessity of the
study of grammar as a help to the interpretation of liter¬
ature by saying:

’In teaching grammar it ought not to be

the teacher's object to enable the pupil to speak English
1

o

but to understand it.’"
13
Walpole
argues that grammatical analysis will improve
a student's use of English by increasing his awareness of
the way in which the language functions in sentences.

"By

obliging him to weigh alternative possibilities of analysis,
it should also sharpen his faculties of interpretation."^
l9
Makey ^ emphasizes that grammar is valuable in reading
and composition work.

He states that "Grammar can be used

to interpret what we read and to determine the forms of
words and the relations of words in our speech and writing."

n

Ibid., P.~WI

12

Ibid.. p. 81.

13

Walpole, H. R., "Multiple Grammatical Analysis: Proposal
for the Classroom," School Review, LVI (Feb., 19lp8) , PP.

16>

96-101.

lip

Ibid., p. 101.

15

Makey, H. 0., "Unjustifiable Assumptions," English Journal,
XXXVIII (June, 191+9), pp, 313-318.
Ibid., p. 31i+.

16

20
Is Formal Grammar Teaching An Aid to Literary Interpre¬
tation? — The opinions presented on the question without
exception imply that there is a definite, relationship between
grammatical knowledge and ability in literary

interpretation.

However, these attitudes do not appear to be justified since
they are not backed up by any concrete teaching experience
with the exception of Moffett’s statement regarding the
value of grammatical terminology.
Available evidence from research and experimentation
fails to establish any significant relationship between
ability in grammar and ability in literary interpretation.
The studies summarized do not go far enough and are all too
few to be at all conclusive.

More research is necessary

to obtain further objective data on the relationship between
grammar knowledge and ability in literary interpretation.

t

r

CHAPTER IV

GRAMMAR AS AN AID IN
COMPOSITION AND WRITTEN EXPRESSION

22
Differences In Opinion -- Some teachers and educators
have long felt that a knowledge of grammar improves
students1 2 ability to use language effectively in written
work.

They have believed that instruction in grammar

is necessary for sentence mastery, and that it aids in
developing style in composition.
illustrates this viewpoint.

The following statement

"Only when some grammatical

terms and some grammatical facts are familiar can one
make any headway in the teaching of punctuation or
effectiveness and variety in sentence structure.”^

In

contrast, an opposite stand is becoming more and more prevalant, of which the following is an example:
"We lavish some of our...most skillful efforts
in the teaching of the different uses of the
noun -- substantive, adjective, and adverbial —
of subordinate clauses, and infinitive, participial a
and prepositional phrases.
To what purpose and with
what aim and end in view? Are the boys and girls
better enabled to present in an enthusiastic manner
a two or three minute interesting oral composition?
Are they aided to write a worth-while paragraph
concisely and lucidly?
"What possible good can it do our students to
know that in the sentence, ’To New York is a short
distance,’, ’to New York' is a prepositional phrase
used as a noun, subject of the verb 'is'?
I cannot
help feeling that this highly abstract material is
irrelevant and unrelated to the experiential lives
of our youngsters."2

1

Moffett, op. cit., p. 809.

2

Blumberg, P. S., "Squint at Grammar in Our High Schools,"
Clearing House, XVIII (March, 1944)> P* 4l0»
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Research Studies — There has been a fairly large
number of experimental studies concerned with the power
of grammar to transfer formal abilities into expressional
skills•
"Boraas, working with State examinations in Minnesota,
found a closer relationship between results in grammar
and arithmetic, grammar and geography, and grammar% and history than between those in grammar and composition.M

3

The

correlation he found between knowledge of grammar and
results in composition was 0.28.

4

He concluded that grammar

taught as an elementary school subject has functioned in¬
adequately.
As Saucier points out, this suggests that since grammar
seems to have less relationship with composition than with
other school subjects, general ability is probably respon¬
sible for success in all these subjects, including composition, rather than grammar.

MThe pupil achieving in grammar

chiefly because of general ability is expected to achieve
in language or composition principally for the same reason,

6
not because of a specific ability in grammar.”

3

Smith, D. V.,

4

Smith, D. V., "English Grammar Again,” English Journal,
XXVII (Oct., 1938), p. 644.

5

Saucier, W. A., Theory and Practice in the Elementary
School, N. Y., The Macmillan Co., 1941* P* 2^4*

6

Ibid.

Instruction in English, p. 35>«

<
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More evidence is furnished on this question by a
study made by AskerJ who made a statistical comparison
between knowledge of certain phases of formal grammar,
ability to judge the correctness of a sentence, and the
ability to use English as revealed through composition.
He gave University of Minnesota freshmen tests on parts
t

of speech, case, tense and mode, and on judging correctness
of sentences.

Results showed a low correlation of 0.23

between grammatical knowledge and ability to judge correctness of sentences.

8

Between grammatical knowledge and ability

in composition (determined by students' actual grades in com9
position), the correlation was .37.
Asker points out ”,,.we
cannot neglect to take into consideration the factor of
general ability of which

both knowledge of formal grammar
10
and ability in composition are functions.”
Therefore,
he correlated the average grades made by the students in
various studies with their grades for English composition
and found that "the coefficient of correlation between
ability in English Composition and general ability as
shown by the composite grades in all subjects is 0.63*

7

Asker, William, "Does Knowledge of Formal Grammar Function?"
School and Society, XVII (Jan.?27* 1923)t PP* 109-111.

8

Ibid., p. 110.

9

Ibid.

10 Ibid.
11 Ibid., p. 111.
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Asker concluded that knowledge of grammar Influences
ability to judge the grammatical correctness of a sentence
and ability in English Composition only to a negligible de¬
gree.
Greene, in a study entitled "Measurement of Linguistic
Organization in Sentences", found a moderately high relation
between general intelligence and ability in sentence organ¬
ization, the correlations being .50 and .l|.05 for groups of
no

71 and 83 pupils, respectively.
Segal and Barr^3 gave tests in formal grammar and
applied grammar, each test including 100 items, to more
than one thousand pupils at Long Beach Senior High School
in California.

The results on the two tests were correlated

for 304 cases.

Correlation was also found between the two

tests with mental ability constant as judged by the scores
on the Tenuan Group Intelligence Test.

The reliability

coefficients of the formal grammar and the applied grammar
tests were respectively 0.91+ and 0.81]..

The correlation

between formal grammar and applied grammar when intelligence
is constant was .1+8, and the numerical average of the corre¬
lations between high school subjects .50.

The authors

stated that "no more relationship exists between the two
»

sorts of grammar than there is on the average between any

12 Guiler, W. S. and Betts, E. A., "A Critical Summary of
Selective Research," Elem. English Review, II (April,
1934), p. 115.
13 Segal, David and Barr, N. R., "Relation of Achievement in
Formal Grammar to Achievement in Applied Grammar," Journal
of Ed. Research, XIV (Dec., 1926), pp. 1+01-1+02.
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two of the high-school subjects of any curriculum.

The

conclusion drawn from the study was that ’’formal grammar
has no immediate transfer value so far as applied English
grammar is concerned.

The correlation of 0• L|_8 seemingly

is caused by factors common to study of all high-school
subjects and not by specific transfer.”

l£

Teaching Grammar to Improve Sentence Structure — A
doctoral study was conducted at the University of Minnesota
by Progner on the relative efficiency of a grammatical and
a thought approach to the improvement of sentence structure
in grades IX and XI.

The experiment was conducted in one

semester in Minneapolis and in Bemedji, Minnesota, with
paired classes of more than 500 pupils.

According to Progner:

’’The aim was to compare the improvement
made by pupils who were directed to approach
problems of sentence structure entirely from the
standpoint of the adequate expression of thought
with the improvement made by pupils who, besides
having their attention directed to the clear
expression of thought, were also given the drill
needed to ensure an understanding of the gramma¬
tical construction of the sentence.
In other
words...while some of the thought approach was
included in the grammar classes, no grammar was
used in the classes taught according to the thought
method, where the underlying principle was the clear,
effective expression of ideas.
’’Pupils in the grammar classes... directed
their attention to stating ideas accurately and
effectively.
The distinguishing difference lay in
the approach through knowledge of grammar.”16
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Ibid^, p. 402.
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Progner, Ellen, "Grammatical Approach Versus Thought Ap¬
proach in Teaching Sentence Structure," English Journal,
XXVIII (Sept., 1939), pp. 519-520.
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The effectiveness of the two methods was compared in results
for three general tests of sentence structure, tests for
each of the seven units and two tests of technical grammar.1^
Frogner concluded that:

(1) the thought method brought about

superior results in sentence structure as measured by general
tests covering the work of the semester;

(2) the thought

method in both grades IX and XI was definitely superior
to the grammatical approach for all pupils with an I. Q. below
105 and (3) the thought approach requires approximately 80
per cent of the time required by the grammatical approach.

18

The results of Frogner1s study lend no support to the claims
made for grammar as being essential to improvement in sen¬
tence structure.
Conclusions similar to Frogner1s were reached through
a study by Irvin 0. Ash, in which clarity of thought and
elements of style were stressed independently of grammar in
teaching written expression to junior high school students.
Effect of Diagramming on Ability in Composition —
Another study concerned with improvement in sentence structure
was conducted by Stewart at the University of Iowa in I9I4.I
and reported by Greene.?^

The dissertation is entitled "The

17

Ibid., p. 52k.

18

Ibid., pp. S2i(.-525.

19

Loban, Walter, "Studies of Language Which Assist the
Teacher," English Journal, XXXVI (Dec., 1914-7), p. 522.

20

Greene, H. A., "Direct Versus Formal Methods in Elementary
English," Elementary English, XIV (May, 1914-7), pp. 280-282.
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Effect of Diagramming on Certain Skills in English Compos •
sition."

Stewart set out to evaluate experimentally sentence

diagramming as a method of teaching certain phases of com¬
position, namely, usage, capitalization, punctuation, grammar
information, and sentence structure.

After an initial

testing program, all classes, composed of about one thousand
ninth-graders, began an eight week period of intensive study
of certain concepts in English from special instructional
booklets prepared by the investigator.

21

The experimental

classes devoted their time to learning by diagramming
sentences.

The control classes spent the same amount of

time in learning identical concepts by the use of composition
exercises.

All the tests used in the initial and final

testing program were carefully analyzed for statistical
evidences of validity, item discrimination, and reliability.
Among his conclusions, Stewart stated that

"The learning

of capitalization, punctuation, and English usage is no more
pronounced under the instructional program composed largely
of diagramming exercises than it was under the one emphasizing
composition exercises•"22
Efficiency of Grammar in Developing Punctuation Skills -A comprehensive investigation reported by Greene

21 Ibid., p. -281.
22 Ibid., p. 282'.
23 Ibid., p. 283-2814..
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was made

29
by Butterfield in 1945 Gf the effect of a knowledge of
certain grammatical elements on the acquisition and reten¬
tion of punctuation skills.

In her experiment, one group

of sixth, seventh and eighth graders was taught formal
grammar and another only incidental instruction in use of
commas, periods, and the like in reading and writing.

This

second approach stressed the importance of reading the
punctuation marks correctly as well as putting them where
they would aid the reader.

Initial and final tests of

established validity and reliability were administered and
interpreted.

The grammar group passed higher on grammar

tests but the grammatical knowledge did not appear to trans¬
fer into the area of skill in punctuation to any appreciable
extent in spite of the fact that the two were supposed to be
functionally related.

The study showed that significantly

superior results in punctuation were obtained by the direct
method.
Effect of Formal Grammar Teaching on Sentence Structure Milligan^ carried out an experiment on teaching written
sentence structure at Rutgers

University during 1936-37, the

title of his dissertation being ”The Effect of Precise and of
Incidental Teaching of Grammar Upon Written Sentence Structure
A

of Pupils in the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth Grades.”

The precise

method of teaching grammar consisted of twenty-five lessons

2lf

Milligan, jl P., ”An Evaluation of Two Methods of Teaching
Written Sentence Structure,” Elementary English Review,
XVI (March, 1939), pp. 91-92+.
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organized in logical order.

In the incidental method, the

teachers had the pupils write compositions and based their
teaching of grammar from day to day upon the needs revealed
in the compositions.

25

The rotation method was used with

ten elementary classes taking part in the experiment.

The

basis of comparison of the two methods was the written
sentences of the children taken from five different compo¬
sitions written by each pupil at the beginning of the experi¬
ment, five written after the first teaching period, and five
written after the rotated teaching period.

This material

was analyzed to reveal changes following the use of each
method in the sentence elements mentioned in the conclusions.^0
These results, some of which follow, were presented in the
light of differences in class groups in chronological and
mental age and in intelligence as revealed through tests:
(1) pupils use more simple sentences as a result of precise
grammar teaching;

(2) pupils use more complex sentences as a

result of incidental grammar teaching;

(3) a very slight

inclination towards the use of fewer incomplete sentences
results from the incidental method

and (Ip) pupils use more

independent clauses as a result of incidental teaching.

27

It appears from this study that children taught sentence
structure by an Incidental method, that is^ teaching based on

25

Ibid., p.~9TI

26

Ibid.. p. 92.
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needs revealed in composition work

as opposed to grammatical

instruction in the parts of speech, used more variety in
sentence structure which is basic to good writing.
Effect of Knowledge of Subject and Predicate on Writ/

pQ

ten Expression -- One of the problems Catherwood^0 investi¬
gated in 1932 was the degree of relationship existing between
a pupil’s sentence sense and his ability to locate subject
and predicate.

Working with one thousand pupils in three

Minnesota towns, she found the correlation between knowledge
of the subject and predicate of a sentence and ability to
correct the same sentence for lack of completeness to be
fairly low, the relationship in different grades never exceeding .41.

29

"A similarly low relationship was revealed in a recent
study at the University of Iowa, and in another (0.44) in
the ninth grade in the University High School in Minneapolis,
where particular emphasis was placed upon the constant appli¬
cation of the grammatical principles learned to speech and
OQ

writing in the classroom."^

2B

Catherwood, Catherine, "A Study of Relationships Between
a Knowledge of Rules and Ability to Correct Grammatical
Errors and Between Identification of Sentences and Know¬
ledge of Subject and Predicate," Unpublished M. A..Thesis,
Univ. of Minnesota, 1932.
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Edmiston and Gingerich^'L correlated scores on the
Hudelson Typical Composition Ability Scale with scores on
parts of a comprehensive test in English usage.

Correla¬

tions were especially low at the senior high level between
/
32
knowledge of parts of speech and scores in composition.
These results seem to indicate that grammatical
knowledge of the various parts of a sentence does not
imply power in writing sentences or in realizing sentence
sense.
Nor does good usage necessarily imply ability to
express ideas in writing or vice versa.
the New York State Regents’

Smith1s report of ;

Inquiry of 194-1 indicated that-at both

the elementary and high school levels, the program of
L

English instruction showed an unfortunate break between
the teaching of grammar, capitalization, and punctuation,
and the actual expression of ideas.

33

The correlation be¬

tween ability to pass a usage test and ability to express
ideas at the high school level was .21.
Factor of Maturity -- Macauly conducted an investigation
in 194-7 in Glasgow, Scotland, where instruction in grammar
followed an established curriculum."^ "The children were

31

Edmiston, R. W. and Gingerich, C. N., "Relation of'Factors
of English Usage to Composition," Journal of Educational
Research, XXXVI (Dec., 194-2), pp. 269-71.
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Research, XIII (April, 1943), p. 165.

34-
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taught noun, object, verb and number at the age of 7 and
7i; at 8, the adjective*..; at

personal pronouns; at

9, simple sentences, conjugation, kinds of nouns, and case;
at

analysis, tenses of auxiliary verbs, and adverbs;

at 10, adverbs, prepositions, conjunctions, relative
pronouns and clauses; at llj and 12, parsing and grammar
were taught for 30 minutes daily.11

3£

In spite of this

intensive [{.-year program, secondary school teachers claimed
the children were coming to them without an understanding
of grammar.

"Macauly cites repeated tests which indicate

that children in the secondary school, who had passed qual¬
ifying exams on the primary course, could not identify
grammatical elements or manifest understanding of them.

i«36

He concluded that the course of study was not based on
assumptions substantiated by fact and suggested that the
teaching of grammar be postponed until the secondary school
when children are sufficiently mature to generalize, and
even then taught to selected pupils.

He referred to

portions of the Binet intelligence tests for age ll+ which
he thought to be less abstract than the grammatical generalizations taught in the primary course.

37

Factor of Mentality — As regards written work, Saucier
believes formal grammar does help the superior pupil who is

35> Ibid., p. Ii73.
36 Ibid.
37 Ibid.
f
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able to connect abstract forms of expression with actual
expression.

’’This is not saying, however, that even the

superior pupil might not profit more by concentration on
free self-expression than by the study of grammar... The
inferior pupil, who is often considered by the teacher to
be in special need of grammar, is the one who is incapable
38
of profiting by the study of the subject.”
In Briggs' opinion, only those students gifted with
intelligences that could understand abstract verbal rela¬
tionships and could be successful in the higher mathematics
and in logic profited from instruction in formal grammar.
bmith et al. state that fast-learning students, rela¬
tively few in number, are able to learn grammatical rules
and definitions and apply them in expression.

They go on

to comment:
”0n the other hand, slow learners find it
difficult to learn grammatical rules and defini¬
tions.
Also, after they have acquired some under¬
standing of these elements of grammar the slow
learners are unable to use them.
The slow learners
show more improvement in expression as a result
of practicing correct forms than as a result of
studying about them — provided the relationship
between meanings and correct forms is made clear
at crucial points.
Even the fast learners show
as much improvement from this procedure as from
the study of grammar per se.
If the findings of
these studies are taken seriously, the amount of .
time allotted to the study of grammar per se could

38

Saucier, op. cit., p. 22b.
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Briggs, T. H., ”0n the Teaching of Grammar,” Educational
Forum, XII (May, 191+8) > p. 1+09.
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be greatly reduced without any loss in proficiency
of expression."^
Referring to the study of grammar, Hughson says,

"The

methods and techniques used for the top third of a homo¬
geneous class, we find to be thoroughly inadequate and
ineffective if applied to the lowest third.

The lower

third gets more from much practice, eliminating the greater
part of terminology study and analysis.
Discussion of Studies — One of the serious limitations
of the majority of studies on evaluating the effect of
grammatical knowledge upon written and oral expression is
that the data collected reflects only school stimulated
activities.

There is much need for research on and devel¬

opment of a language curriculum which is valuable to the
student socially and personally outside the classroom. Neither
is there much indication of the permanent effect of learning
of the instructional methods used in the various investiga¬
tions.

Also, the value of the research conducted by Boraas,

Asker, and Segal and Barr is definitely limited since the
investigations are static.

They measure the relation

between existing knowledge and skill in English expression,
whereas dynamic investigations measure the improvement
effect in one field upon skill in another.
The investigations presented consistently show a lack
of evidence for significant value of formal grammar teaching

[fO

Smith, Othanel, Stanley, W. 0. and Shores, H. J., Funda¬
mentals of Curriculum Development, N. Y., World Book Co.,
1950, p. 369.
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Hughson, Ruth, "More Grammar and Less," Clearing House,
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as a means for improving students1 written expression.
From the experimental evidence, grammatical knowledge does
not appear to transfer over into pupils’ ability to write
good sentences.
The research conducted by Butterfield, Frogner, and
Stewart indicates that expressional skills, such as
punctuation and capitalization, construction of sentences,
and organization ability are more efficiently taught by
direct methods than by teaching grammar as a technical,
separate subject.

It is still a common idea that English

and grammar are the same thing.

Formal grammar instruction

is teaching about English and as seen from the data collected,
should not be substituted, as is so often the case, for
practice in the use of language.
inductively, it need no longer

When grammar is taught
assume its formal aspect

since it can be taught according to demonstrated needs in
composition or speech work rather than as a separate subject.
Diagramming of sentences has been widely used as a
method of teaching composition for the purpose of making
clear the construction of sentences.

Until Stewart invest¬

igated the effectiveness of diagramming for developing
sentence mastery, no experimental evidence was available
on the matter.

Stewart's results are conclusive enough to

indicate that graphic analysis of sentences by diagramming
is no more effective in developing sentence structure than
is a direct emphasis on composition.

Frequently it greatly
<
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lip

oversimplifies structure and distorts meaning.^
Technical grammar in its very nature is too complex
and abstract a subject for the average child to utilize
in composition work,

MacaulyTs investigation shows this

to be especially true for children in the elementary
school grades.

Even on the secondary school level, it is

seen from the evidence collected that it is the fastlearners who profit from grammatical knowledge.

The English

curriculum should allow for only those instructional methods
that are most valuable for the majority of pupils, and teach¬
ing of grammar does not seem to be justified as one of them.
Teaching grammar apart from meaning is not going to
help much in the goal of better speech and expression.

Since

grammar is considered a separate subject when taught formally,
it follows that it will be divorced from actual application
to language.

Thus, the more direct approaches for improve¬

ment in speech and writing have been proven through research
to be of more value.

If the goal is learning about the

English language, as it would be for the linguistic specialist
then the systematic study of technical, formal grammar is
certainly justified.
Does Formal Grammar Teaching Aid in Written Expression? Formal grammar instruction does not appear to be justified
on the ground that it is of significant value for the
opment of written expressional skills because:

1+2

La Brant, op. cit., p. 211.

devel¬

(1) punctuation

38
skills are learned more effectively by use of a direct
approach where meaning is emphasized;

(2) incidental

grammar teaching as opposed to precise grammar teaching
results in a greater variety in sentence structure;
(3) a more direct instructional approach obtains better
results than a formal grammatical approach as regards
elements of style in composition;

(I4.) a direct emphasis

on clear, effective expression results in greater improve¬
ment in sentence structure than use of a formal grammatical
procedure and (5)

the ability to judge the grammatical

correctness of a sentence is not significantly helped by
a knowledge of rules and definitions.

CHAPTER V

GRAMMAR AS A MEANS OP
ELIMINATING USAGE ERRORS

;?

■>

*

Grammar Curriculum Based on Error Count Studies
The acceptance of the psychology of learning which empha¬
sized the need of specific training for each specific abil¬
ity brought about an interest in language error counts under
the assumption that a new grammar curriculum could be de¬
veloped on the basis of the errors.

The investigations

showed which errors occurred most frequently among school
children, thus furnishing teachers with a selection of
items for drill.

"All these efforts.have been concerned

solely with selecting the particular items out of the
mass of traditional material which has all along constituted
the English language program, but they have emphasized
mastery by drill upon these items rather than knowledge of
rules as the end of teaching."'1'
Scientific Point of View — Another school of thought
on the matter of errors does not hold that only two kinds
of forms or usages exist, that is, correct forms and mistake
It holds that language cannot thus be separated into two
simple classes, but maintains there can be no correctness
apart from usage.

"Instead, our usage presents a complex

range of differing and changing practices which must be
•

understood in relation to the feelings of an indefinite
\

number of social groups."

2

Roberts et al. emphasize that

1

Pries, C. C., American English Grammar, p. 21.

2

Ibid., p. 285.

kl
“...if the rule of grammar does not harmonize with the
general usage of the language, it has no validity...
There can...never be in grammar an error that is both very
bad and very common,"^
Error Count Studies -- In 1915> Charters and Miller
conducted a study of the errors in oral and written language
forms of elementary school children in Kansas City to deter¬
mine the minimal elements for a grammar course.

The problem

then shifted to that of determining which grammatical rules
should be taught.
Such a grammar based on errors put too much emphasis
on trivial errors and neglected constructive teaching of
language.

Nor did it indicate what a complete course of

study should contain.

Cross points out:

"If in a sixth

grade there was nothing more to do than to correct twentyseven faulty constructions, the teaching would be a paradise
now...“
Through an analysis of many different types of written
products, Stormzand and O’Shea attempted to’determine the le
relative value of the various topics that might be included
in a grammar course.

“Only by a study of frequency of use

as well as of frequency of error can we find a basis for a

3

Roberts, H. D. et al., English for Social Living, N. Y.,
McGraw Hill Book Co., 191-1-3* P• 7•

4.

Charters, W. W., Curriculum Construction, p. 201.

5

Cross, Allen, “Staples of Grammar and Composition,“
Elementary School Journal, XVIII (Dec., 1917)#. P« 259.

revision of the course of study in grammar,

Thi s s tudy

showed that many constructions commonly stressed in schools
play an insignificant part in daily life needs, while others
commonly neglected play a very large part.
Symonds and Hinton

8

7

analyzed 724 children’s compositions

for frequency and persistence of errors in grammatical usage.
They found a consistent tendency of grammatical errors to
assume the same rank throughout the grades.

Confusion of

present tense for past tense was an outstanding error in all
grades.
Leonard^ analyzed answers to questionnaires on usage
to determine the relation of English usage to the rules
currently taught in the schools.

He found that some expres¬

sions now held to be in good usage are condemned by most
texts.
Bradford^ attempted to determine the relative impor¬
tance of a certain number of factors which might affect
English usage.

His results showed that any one factor, taken

in isolation, has very little effect upon usage.

He concluded

that formal education has only a small effect upon English

5
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Grammar? Baltimore, Warwick and York, 1924, p. 193*
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XXXIII (Feb., 1932), pp. 430-438.
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Press, 1932.
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10 Bradford, L. P., “Study of Certain Factors Affecting English
Usage," Journal of Educational Research, XXXV(0ct., 1951),
pp. 109-18.

usage when measured in adults.

Bradford commented, "Certainly

any belief that the formal teaching of grammar will alone
bring about adequate English usage must be discarded...
More work must be undertaken to determine the importance
of a host of other factors that form the patterns of speech
usage.1,11
Effectiveness of Oral Drill as Opposed to Grammar Study —
Crawford and Royer^ investigated the relative effectiveness
of two approaches to the correction of errors.

The approaches

were compared using two seventh grade classes by means of a
rotation experiment.

Methods used with sixty pupils in two

closely similar groups were rotated.

In the grammar approach,

an explanation of the grammatical principle was given and the
pupils learned any rules that applied to the error.

They

wrote original sentences embodying the principle and engaged
in class discussion of these sentences.

The oral-drill

approach included the use of drill sheets and the writing and
discussing of original sentences.

The following conclusion

was drawn: "The oral-drill approach proved to be fully as
effective as the grammar approach...although, the former is
relatively new and in an experimental stage.

This finding

suggests that oral drill might improve considerably in merit
after the technique of using it had been tried and revised
in the light of experience."

13
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In 1931, Thomas tested at the ninth-grade level the
effect of dictation drills and multiple response exercises
on the elimination of errors.

He reported that the number

of specific errors was reduced through such practice and
indicated that the results tended to carry over into
written work.^
Symonds

15

was also interested in what real influence the

learning of English grammar has on usage.

He carried out

some test-teach-test experiments in Grade VI in four New
York City elementary schools.
procedures were tried.

Six different experimental

His results showed that mere

repetition of correct forms is a very inferior method but
that the oral repetition of both the right and wrong forms,
with pupils knowing at the time which was right and which
was wrong, was by far the most effective method of improving
usage.

The results also showed that this latter method

was twice as effective as grammatical explanation in improving usage.

16

Symonds concluded that the transfer of a

knowledge of grammar rules to usage was more successful
on the part of the brighter children.
Symonds1 investigation clearly implies that grammar
should be thought of as a means for summarizing correct
usage which has already been learned rather than a means for

lip Dawson, M. A., ”Summary of Research Concerning English
Usage,” Elementary English, XXVIII (March, 1951)? p. 1^4-4-•
15 Symonds, P. M., “Practice vs. Grammar in the Learning of
Correct Usage,” Journal of Educational Psychology, XXII
(Feb., 1931), pp. 61-96.
16 Ibid., p. 92.
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correcting usage errors.
17

The best single method Outright

found for securing

correct usage was the choice between two alternative forms,
one right and one wrong, followed by oral and written
responses.

She emphasized that oral practice must be

provided if teachers hope to improve oral usage through
drill.
Drill on language errors was found by Leonard to be
very effective when based on preliminary individual diagnosis.

18
In an investigation of the relationship between a know¬

ledge of rules and ability to correct language errors,
Catherwood states that:
"Knowledge of grammar cannot be the factor
that causes seventh graders to correct errors.
They know so little grammar.
But if the slight
knowledge of rules that seventh graders possess
is potent enough to cause a fair degree of
correction of errors, ’the power of grammar’
becomes alarmingly weakened by the time it
touches the eleventh graders.
For seventh grade
knowledge of rules never exceeded 29$ while its
range for correction of errors was from 0% to 91$.
And the eleventh grade high point in rule recogni¬
tion is 61$ while the error correcting range is
from 17% to 98$.
"The presence or absence of a single word
influences error correcting to such a degree
that it seems that pupils learn usage by words
first rather than by rule."^^
Taking a specific instance, of 93 per cent of seventh-graders
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Outright, Prudence, "A Comparison of Methods in Securing
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(May, 1931}.), pp. 681-690.
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(May, 1934)> P* 139*
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who could correct a verb error such as "My uncle done it
before he could be stopped," only 8 per cent could give
the grammatical reason for the correction.

It is clear

that the pupils have some informal guide for correcting
errors because they do not know rules and they do correct
errors.

2D

Effect of Diagramming on Usage — Greene reported a
study done by Barghahn in 19^0 in which the effects of
sentence diagramming on English usage were determined.
Two groups of ninth-graders were used in the experiment.
One group continued its regular English class work while
the other was given intensive drill in diagramming for six
weeks.

One of the conclusions drawn was that drill in

diagramming did not appear to contribute to the more rapid
acquisition of English correctness.

21

A study by Barnett followed essentially the same plan
using more carefully paired tenth-grade pupils.
week instructional period was used.

22

A twelve-

Essentially the same

conclusion was drawn as in the Barghahn study.
Some Opinions on Eliminating Usage Errors — The
important factor of incentive for eliminating errors is.
brought out by Kaulfers in the following statement:
"Departures from accepted usage are symptoms
of a very limited and underprivileged language
environment outside the school, wherefore no
program of instruction is likely to prove highly
successful in improving the pupils’ own personal
use of language unless it first of all makes
provision for a fundamental enrichment of lani

20

,

Greene
"Direct vs. Formal Methods in Elementary English,"
pp. 279-280.
21
Ibid., p. 280.
22 Ibid.

guage experience with opportunities to hear good
English, and for audience 'situations that will
serve as incentives to learn to speak and write
effectively."^3
Situations must be created where students feel a definite
need for improved speech or writing before effective pro¬
gress can be made in the teaching of English usage.
Since it is more often the less able student who says
nI done” instead of "I did", La Brant feels that providing
him with a mass of generalizations about tenses and auxiliaries
is not going to help him much, when he could not learn the
correction in the first place.24
It is Deighton’s belief that a grammar of classifica¬
tion, analysis, and parsing is neither necessary nor desirable
in the study of either writing or oral usage.

He comments,

"We learn usage as we learned speech itself, by imitation...
We

learn to speak and we can learn to speak acceptably

without a knowledge of grammar."^
The value of formal grammar for good usage is also
doubted by Lee and Lee.

They point out that meaning has

become more important than parsing.

"To know that virtue

in ’Virtue ennobles us1 is a common substantive, of the
»

neuter gender,

the third person, the singular number, and

23

Kaulfers, W. V., f,Common Sense in the Teaching of Grammar,"
Elementary English Review, XXI (May, 19445* P* 168.

24

La Brant, op. cit., p. 204«

25

Deighton, op. cit., p. 221.

1+8
in the nominative case, has relatively little value.

Most

of us are concerned with other values that virtue might
have.
Does Formal Grammar Aid in Eliminating Errors? — The
value of teaching formal grammar to develop proper English
usage is clearly not supported by the experimental evidence.
As Pries stated in I9I4.O "...anyone who makes a thorough sur¬
vey of the published studies of language errors of those who
attend our schools and colleges is forced to the conclusion
that the teaching efforts that have been and are now directed
toward the elimination of these so-called errors are largely
ineffective and futile.”^
The main criterion for teaching grammar for improved
usage is whether it raises the pupils’ habitual level of
speech.

Since it appears from the evidence presented to

affect correct habits of usage only to a negligible degree,
the teaching of formal grammar is not justified in this area.

2E

Lee, J. M. and Lee, D. M., The Child and His Curriculum,
N. Y., D. Appleton-Century Co., 1950, p. 3^6.

27

Pries, op. cit., p. 28I4..
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CHAPTER VI

GRAMMAR AS A FUNCTIONAL SUBJECT

5o
Definition of Functional Grammar — The goal in
teaching functional grammar is understanding for use.
Such a grammar study includes only those items and aspects
of the subject which would seem to function in students'
lives, ignoring all portions of the traditional grammar
content not considered essential.

Functional grammar

involves drill as a thought process rather than as a
memory process.
Flatter of Method -- Functional grammar is dependent
upon inductive teaching, in association with the use of
language.

"The method of formal definition destroys the

functional value of almost any subject.

Even the verb be¬

comes formal when children learn to define it but cannot
recognize verbs or use them accurately."'*'
Development of Functional Grammar — Greene states
that every authoritative report since 1913 has stressed
functional grammar rather than structural.

p

In an analysis

of textbooks, Stormzand and O'Shea found a "...transition
from parsing, classification, analysis and drill on rules
and definitions to the type of exercise that compels ex¬
pression, or functional application of grammatical technique.
The increasing importance on 'exercises' in recent years
might mean nothing by itself.
of the

1

'exercises' is examined carefully and is taken in

Newsome, V. L., *'Making English Grammar Function," English
Journal, (H. S. edition)XXIII (Jan., 1931+) > p. 55«
Jg

2

But when the spirit of many

#

,

I

Greene, "Direct vs. Formal Methods in English," p. 277*

51
connection with the rapid extension bf

’composition' work

in the books, the trend toward functional language work
must be recognized as a decided improvement in the school
3
courses."
An insistence on functional grammar grew out
of the knowledge that formal work in the subject was of
small practical value and that it provided little mental
discipline of a general character.

"The movement in favor

of simplifying the school course and concentrating on
essentials did the rest..."

!±

Contradiction Between Formal Grammar and Functional
Grammar — It can be seen that the only grammar of value
in a true functional or practical sense is of necessity
not one taught formally as a separate subject, since it is
taught in use.

That is, functional grammar should be

thought of as an integral part of work in composition,
usage and the other components making up the language
curriculum.

If, then, the goal set forth in the English

curriculum is the learning of grammar in use and for use,
the treating of grammar as a separate, formal subject is
not justified.

3

Stormzand and O’Shea, op.cit.a p. 200.

I4.

Reorganization of English in the Secondary Schools, Dept,
of Interior, Bureau of Education Bulletin, Vol. 2, p. 37•
As quoted by Pries, op. cit., p. 20.

1
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Conclusions — The results of this study show that
grammar taught as a formal subject aids in improving
students1 personal use of language only to a negligible
degree.

More specifically, the study of formal grammar

is not justified:
mind;

(1) as a means for disciplining the

(2) as an effective aid in literary interpretation;

(3) as an effective aid in composition work and written
expression when compared with more direct approaches and
(4) as an effective method for eliminating usage errors.
Regarding functional grammar, formal grammatical
procedures are uncalled for since the grammar is taught
as an integral part of composition and language work, not
as an isolated subject.
The technical study of grammar is valuable and is
certainly justified for students specializing in language.
The most valuable and useful function formal grammar can
serve is as an editorial tool.
Further research is needed to show what values there
are in teaching grammar using a functional approach.
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